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cites ideological and political shifts as destructive forces 
that have hurt the Culture Class in particular. Timberg 
refers regularly to cuts in government spending that 
deprive culture creators of needed resources. He cites a 
pernicious strain of anti-intellectualism as the main driver 
of this phenomenon. On the other side of the ideological 
divide, postmodernism exploded the myth of artistic merit 
or aesthetic beauty with universal appeal. The American 
public, with the assistance of the academy, has moved 
past structuralism to a kind of aesthetic nihilism: there is 
no truth with a capital “T” and therefore there is no longer 
a broad appreciation for “middle-brow” culture. Middle-
brow culture, for Timberg, is accessible to the majority but 
not derivative or overly commercialized. This cultural void 
has been filled by mainstream culture, which Timberg 
believes is less intrinsically valuable. Though the author’s 
argument is a rallying cry to elevate the middle class, it’s 
difficult to ignore its lurking elitism.  
After eulogizing the Culture Class, Timberg celebrates 
three cities that produced and sustained this group: the 
literary circles in 1960s Boston, the Los Angeles pop art 
scene in the 1970s, and the rise of alt-country in Austin 
since the 1980s. In all three of these cities there was an 
existing culture-related industry that granted the Culture 
Class some financial stability; there was a population of 
young people who had a desire to overturn the cultural 
and ideological patterns of previous generations; and 
each of these cities was home to both public and private 
institutions that provided resources, demand, and a sense 
of place for the emerging Culture Classes. Timberg does 
not question whether or not the benefits of urban creativity 
were shared by a wide range of people. While these 
conditions are important to the vitality of the Culture Class, 
What happens when creative people are not financially 
secure enough to create? When consumers do not have 
sufficient income to purchase their work? Or when 
financialization depresses wages, the government no longer 
supports the arts, and the consumers react against it? Scott 
Timberg’s great warning is that, under these conditions, we 
will lose our ability to reflect as individuals and as a culture. 
We will cease to communicate through human values 
and instead only communicate through monetary value. 
Timberg posits this ominous warning through anecdotes 
and personal encounters with characters ranging from 
record store clerks to graphic designers as well as architects, 
authors, and musicians.
In Culture Crash, Timberg first argues that art has intrinsic 
value in society. He then argues that artists should work out 
of passion, not just for money. For Timberg, art should be 
analyzed by a professional class of critics and be distributed 
through retail channels that employ experienced and 
knowledgeable clerks (with all of these actors, together, 
comprising the “Culture Class”). Consumers should be 
informed enough to seek value and meaning from art 
instead of vapid entertainment. The fulfillment of these goals 
is part of a virtuous cycle whereby the middle class supports 
cultural output and is reinforced in turn by the presence of 
duly-compensated cultural professionals. Reduce the size 
and spending power of the middle class, Timberg says, and 
the cultural apparatus will crumble, further undermining 
the economic presence of the middle class.
Next, Timberg explains how this artistically inclined Culture 
Class has been decimated since the 1980s. In addition 
to structural changes like globalization, automation, 
telecommunications, and information technology that have 
displaced or destroyed middle class jobs, Culture Crash 
readers are left to develop a concrete policy strategy. 
While the term “Culture Class” is used for this review, 
Timberg himself does not explicitly define this group. 
This is notable because in addressing the issues of 
art and culture in today’s society, Timberg implicitly 
situates himself in dialogue with Richard Florida, 
an eminent and notorious Creative Class theorist. 
By avoiding Florida’s vocabulary, Timberg denies 
discourse with Florida’s theories. In fact, the book 
hardly draws on or refers to Florida’s at all. 
Timberg’s book provides qualitative portraits of cities 
where the Culture Classes thrive. However, the 
claim that cultural institutions, young innovators, 
and jobs attract and support the “Creative Class” is 
not terribly groundbreaking. Affordable housing is 
one theme that recurs frequently. There is a strong 
sense in Culture Crash that meager public funding, 
depressed wages, high rents, insecure employment, 
and a lack of access to health insurance security are 
the new normal for artists in large and mid-sized 
cities. Planners would do well to acknowledge and 
work within these conditions in order to strategize 
accordingly. Unfortunately, Timberg offers no 
specific tools for strengthening the Culture Class 
and even claims that it would be “pointless” to 
offer any targeted action steps because there is no 
one-size-fits-all approach. Culture Crash’s primary 
contribution is to describing the merits of the sheer 
existence of a society that appreciates “meaningful” 
culture. How to cultivate this vision remains an open 
question.
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